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Abstract
Assessment for Learning is a pedagogical practice with anticipated gains of increased 
student motivation, mastery and autonomy as learners develop their capacity to monitor 
and plan their own learning progress. Assessment for Learning (AfL) differs from 
Assessment of learning in its timing, occurring within the regular flow of learning rather 
than end point, in its purpose of improving student learning rather than summative 
grading and in the ownership of the learning where the student voice is heard in judging 
quality. Since Black and Wiliam (1998) highlighted the achievement gains that AfL 
practices seem to bring to all learners in classrooms, it has become part of current 
educational policy discourse in Australia, yet teacher adoption of the practices is not a 
straightforward implementation of techniques within an existing classroom repertoire. As 
can be seen from the following meta-analysis, recent research highlights a more complex 
interrelationship between teacher and student beliefs about learning and assessment, and
the social and cultural interactions in and contexts of the classroom. More research is 
needed from a sociocultural perspective that allows meaning to emerge from practice.
Before another policy push, we need to understand better the many factors within the 
assessment relationship. We need to hear from teachers and students through long-term 
AfL case studies both to inform AfL theory and to shed light on the complexities of 
pedagogical change for enhancing learner autonomy.
Introduction
Assessment for Learning (AfL) aims to inform and improve student learning within the 
regular flow of teaching and learning through students becoming active meaning makers 
and thoughtful judges of their own learning. This paper draws on recent research about 
AfL practices in school classroom contexts to describe the important and often 
overlooked factors that can impact on the achievement of these aims. These factors 
include beliefs about learning, concepts of learner identity and issues of power and 
control. As these factors are interrelated and are part of the social and cultural contexts of 
teaching, they are represented in this paper as an assessment relationship. This paper 
argues that AfL therefore needs to be seen as more than assessment techniques. AfL is a 
significant challenge to foundational issues of classroom pedagogy.
What is AfL?
The Assessment Reform Group (2002) uses 10 principles to expound on their definition 
of AfL as “the process of seeking and interpreting evidence for use by learners and their 
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teachers to decide where the learners are in their learning, where they need to go and how 
best to get there”. The focus within these principles is on improving students’
understanding and motivation to improve their own learning performances. Elwood and 
Klenowski (2002) defining AfL locate the student at the centre of a community of shared 
practice where nothing in the assessment process is hidden so students can fully 
understand and evaluate their own learning. Sadler (1998b, p. 1) uses the term “self 
monitored learning”, defined as bringing students to learning independence through 
“being able to understand and to control the doing while it is happening”. He notes that 
within the Queensland context this is not an ‘add on’ but an enhancement of the 
foundations that already exist. AfL is a linking of teaching and assessment to learning.
The Assessment Relationship
Assessment and teaching practices that are most often suggested within the literature of 
AfL include disclosing the purposes and processes of assessment and giving students 
experience in evaluating work. Students become involved in routines of feedback and
sharing of criteria through peer and self evaluation. Teachers also use strategic 
questioning and conversations to reveal levels of understanding and plan the next 
learning stage. The theory makes great conceptual sense:
Figure 1: AfL as a linear pedagogical concept
Learner autonomy as goal 
- lifelong learning outcomes
Curriculum planning as scaffold
- authentic activities
- tools for explicit learning and understanding
Pedagogy with students as
active meaning makers
 reflecting upon and evaluating their own learning progress
Yet according to recent research (James & Pedder, 2006; Keppell & Carless, 2006; Marshall & 
Drummond, 2006; Munns & Woodward, 2006) the practical implementation of AfL as a 
pedagogical practice is much more complex. Bernstein (cited in Munns & Woodward, 
2006) provides a powerful interpretive lens that highlights issues of teacher and student 
beliefs, identity and power to help understand the complexities. Additionally, social and 
policy contexts are highly influential in AfL and are never as linear and closed as the
imagined cycle above. This is where the practice can inform the theory of AfL. The 
realities that teachers and students negotiate can help researchers interpret and understand
the dynamics of the assessment relationship. Just what the relationships between these 
assessment elements and contexts look like and how varied they may be between teachers 
and schools is a picture that can be drawn only from interpretive case studies based on 
observations of assessment practices in a variety of contexts.
Assessment as the link 
between learning 
episodes and goals
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Knowledge Beliefs and Practices
The way that a teacher approaches assessment reflects the teacher’s beliefs and 
assumptions about what it means to know or understand, and it therefore shapes the 
learner’s own beliefs about learning. These assumptions are often not held as fully 
informed practices, but can be “intuitive, rudimentary theories” (Black & Wiliam, 2006).
A powerful “wash-back effect” can occur when assessment practice is out of step with 
teaching and learning approaches (James, 2006) and can limit the realisation of AfL.
Teachers who seek to understand and create alignment among intended curriculum, 
pedagogy and assessment thus need to be able to make visible their beliefs about 
knowledge and assessment.
The reality is that teachers often blend approaches (James, 2006), so it is reasonable to 
ask whether it matters. Both theory and research show that knowledge beliefs and 
practices are fundamental to the realisation of AfL aims. When knowledge is viewed as 
stable, objective and external and students as passive recipients, any lack of learning is 
attributed to the innate qualities of the learner (Murphy, Sharp, & Whitelegg, 2006). By
contrast, the constructivist and sociocultural paradigms position students as active and 
with unlimited potential. For all students to develop robust learning identities as 
confident, self-monitoring learners, teachers within an AfL pedagogy need to work 
beyond the curriculum, pedagogy and assessment of a behaviourist paradigm.
This theoretical perspective is informed further by practice. Marshall and Drummond
(2006) observed teachers introducing AfL in secondary classroom contexts and 
concluded that teachers who were keen not to be traditional chalk and talk teachers often 
maintained that relationship through their finite activities, closed instructional dialogue 
and teacher dependent exchanges which made AfL practices more like ‘procedures’. The 
teacher’s hierarchical relationship with the class (“my pupils”) and the attribution of 
ineffectiveness placed on the students’ lack of readiness rather than an ownership by the 
teacher to create the readiness led the teacher to do most of the work for the students. 
Learner autonomy was viewed as an added bonus rather than a stated aim. However,
teachers who saw themselves as learners, who were keen to promote independence in 
students and who saw it primarily as their responsibility to initiate learning readiness, 
were most effective in creating the learner autonomy that they sought. This correlates 
with McFadden and Munns’ (2002) classroom observations that a traditional 
behaviouralist paradigm affects the way that knowledge is selected and presented to 
learners and the way in which teachers relate to students. Their analysis of the 
interactions within lessons also highlights some of the criticisms and limitations of a 
purely constructivist approach and the potential of an approach that examines assessment 
as part of the classroom culture.
When the focus is on individual students, and on learning as a disembodied mental 
representation, the importance of the social and cultural context of the classroom is taken 
for granted and unexamined, often unchallenged and unchanged. A sociocultural
perspective allows the learning to be viewed as part of an integrated cultural process.
Learning is viewed as an interaction between the individual and the social environment, 
where the learner both shapes and is shaped by the community of practice (James, 2006).
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Students develop expertise through language and activities while participating in the 
social interaction of working with a more knowledgeable expert. The goal is 
independence but the child internalises interactions through a social process rather than a 
cognitive one. The focus of assessment becomes mapping future learning growth and 
social support rather than measuring past performance. Learning and assessment are
framed as a cooperative and shared social experience (Lave & Wenger, 1991). The tools 
that make up the culture, such as assessment activities and the language of the classroom, 
and the relationships among the people – in particular, the social structure and power 
relations – define the possibilities for learning. This perspective on the assessment 
relationship is shared by Bernstein (cited in McFadden & Munns, 2002), who theorises 
that curriculum, pedagogy and assessment act as three powerful message systems that 
convey to students what knowledge is important and valued. These messages create 
values and boundaries that are instrumental in constructing the educational identities that 
a student holds.
Identity Formation 
The goal of AfL is not just to motivate students to work hard on challenging problems but 
also to ensure that they develop identities as capable learners (Shepard, 2000). Two 
categories of student learner self-concepts differ significantly from each other in the 
dimensions of attitudes to autonomy. Dweck (cited in Shepard, 2000, p. 23) notes that 
“performance-oriented students” believe that academic achievement is determined by 
fixed ability and are more likely to work to please the teacher, pick easy tasks and be less 
likely to persist. By contrast, “learning-oriented students” attribute academic success to 
their own efforts, are motivated by an increasing sense of mastery, use more self-
regulatory and metacognitive strategies and develop deep understanding. Students who 
hold “performance-orientations” can often resist a teacher’s approaches to restructure the 
assessment relationship as part of an AfL approach.
Assessment plays a key role in developing this orientation and therefore in forming a 
student’s learning identity, not only through the experiences of being judged but also 
through teachers’ verbal and non-verbal behaviour which communicates expectations and 
influences pupil perceptions of success and failure (Gipps, 1999). As Berger states,
“identity is socially bestowed, socially sustained and socially transformed” (cited in 
Gipps, 1999, p. 383). Therefore assessment relationships with the teacher, the task and 
one another greatly impact on learners’ sense of identity and capacity. A robust learning 
identity within this relational view is one where students can exhibit by their behaviour, 
language and skills an increasing participation in the community of practice. Insights 
from physics classrooms have further illuminated this view of the development of learner 
identity. For example, teacher behaviours that reflect a belief that only a particular type of 
student, one with a ‘logical, analytical, mathematical brain’, can do well in physics act as 
a boundary that prevents many girls being positioned as competent in the study of 
physics. Good marks, the traditional motivator within a behaviouralist paradigm, did not 
help the girls in these classrooms cross the boundary of participation; rather a change in 
the curriculum approach as well as the socialisation brought about by changed 
relationships with the teacher increased their self-concept and feelings of involvement 
and agency (Murphy, Sharp, & Whitelegg, 2006, p. 11). Black & Wiliam (2006) have 
International Journal of Pedagogies and Learning, 3(2), pp. 52-59. October 2007
56
also observed from AfL classroom practices that students can change their learning 
identity from that of passive recipients to being active learners who can take
responsibility for their own learning. However, students are socialised to such a wide 
range of teacher practices that they develop “survival habits” that may mask results of 
short-term experiments in AfL (Sadler, 1998a). To counter this socialisation, Sadler
recommends that a teacher would have to build practices routinely into learning contexts 
and carry them out long enough for them to be viewed by learners as normal and natural.
The theory implies that a teacher can bridge traditional boundaries using AfL pedagogy, 
as long as the assessment relationship is understood.
For a classroom to become a shared community of practice, the student needs to feel safe 
within a relationship of trust and respect with the teacher before risking exposure to 
formative feedback. The quality of this relationship directly affects the way that students 
engage with the subject, particularly in middle and high school, as students identify 
subject matter with the subject teacher (Black & Wiliam, 2006). Teachers can build 
relationships that create connections across participation boundaries through their 
expectations of students as well as through language and shared meanings (Murphy, 
Sharp, & Whitelegg, 2006). Shared language and understanding about the quality of 
performance are foundational to the AfL practices of effective feedback and peer and 
student self-assessment. Yet this sharing of the teacher’s role with students through peer 
and self-evaluation is a significant challenge to the traditional relationships of power and 
control within a classroom.
Power and Control
If the definition of a self-monitoring learner is one who is able both to understand and to 
control the doing while it is happening, students need to be able to share the power and 
control that has traditionally rested with the teacher within an assessment relationship. 
Gipps (1999) notes that, while formal assessment is often used as a controlling activity 
for implementing national curriculum reform, and for economic purposes and to sustain 
power, informal assessment can also be used as a method of control for classroom 
management purposes. Perrenoud (1998) distinguishes between the regulation of 
activities which can encourage a productive learning classroom and the regulation of 
learning itself which requires teachers to have a deep understanding of students’ 
cognitive processes, the learning process and how feedback can mediate and help 
students become “auto-regulating”. The challenge that he gives is for the fusion of both 
within a sociocultural view that looks at the “collective development” within a classroom.
The paradigm shift becomes one of sharing power with students, rather than having 
power over students.
Changes to the power balance when implementing AfL practices can be exciting for 
some teachers and very threatening to others (Black & Wiliam, 2006). This is not a 
simple matter for teachers. They experience the tension between simultaneous assessment 
policy pressures of “externally imposed accountability requirements and the 
improvement conception” (Brown, 2004, p. 305). Carless (2005) identifies at least nine 
factors, including views of parents, the reform climate and teacher beliefs, that impact on 
a teacher’s personal world and have a complex interplay in the implementation of AfL.
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The social and policy contexts will vary significantly for each teacher, even within the 
same school community. Reflective practitioners can help evaluate the interplay that 
contexts have within the assessment relationship.
Other elements that influence the balance of power and control within the assessment 
relationship include the student role and the subject discipline. Traditionally Science and 
Mathematics can be seen by teachers and students as having single ‘correct’ conceptual 
goals and answers, whereas English has little explicit subject matter to deliver, so more 
individual meanings are accepted. In Physical Education and Music, learning can be 
entirely dependent on performance and feedback (Black & Wiliam, 2006). Disruption of 
these traditional discourses of power enables individuals to break free of the boundaries 
and limits that previous conceptions create, so teachers and students can think the 
previously “unthinkable” (McFadden & Munns, 2002). This disruption of old 
relationships needs to occur in several domains.
Drawing on their classroom observations, Munns and Woodward (2006) theorised that
five key areas are communicated through the curriculum, pedagogy and assessment
message systems in a classroom in which students process and negotiate their positions 
within their teachers’ “discourse of power”:
 Knowledge: What counts as knowledge and who has access to really useful 
knowledge?
 Ability: Who has ability?
 Control: Who controls the teaching space? 
 Place: Who is valued as an individual and a learner?
 Voice: Whose voice is given credence within that space?
Munns and Woodward (2006) assert that these all influence the way that teachers teach 
and how students see themselves as learners. Gipps (1999) identifies that teachers need 
help to reconstruct their relationships, in both learning and assessment, as they shift 
responsibility to the students. Students also need to be helped to reconstruct their 
relationships of participation – that it is all right to collaborate and that regurgitation is 
not what the teacher is requiring (Wolf, Bixby, Glenn, & Gardner, 1991). AfL 
participation structures, such as peer and self-evaluation and strategic questioning,
become bridges towards classroom communities with new norms for interaction. By 
themselves, these are merely “techniques” applied to old foundations; however, when 
these classroom practices become the foundation for teacher inclusive conversations that 
create new relationships with the students and an ‘insider’ culture in the classroom 
learning community (Munns & Woodward, 2006), shared power can lead to shared 
understandings of learning.
Practice Informs the Theory
Much of what is understood about the complexity of AfL as a classroom pedagogy has 
been informed by research into the practices of teachers. However, there is still much to 
understand and more long-term case studies of AfL practice in varying contexts are 
needed. Within a sociocultural view, teachers are enabled to be the kinds of teachers that 
they are by the systems of relations and contexts of the past and therefore can be caught 
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in the “tensions between past histories and present discourses and images…which 
impinge on them” (Murphy, Sharp, & Whitelegg, 2006, p. 8). Through the influence of 
their own experiences of assessment (Pajares; cited in Brown, 2004) and the continued 
influence of external assessment (Harlen; cited in James, 2006), teachers’ efforts in 
assessment change can be undermined if not combined with reflection on AfL theory.
Long-term case studies that seek to describe and understand the complex assessment 
relationships that teachers and students negotiate can both acknowledge the various 
experienced realities and inform researchers and practitioners. Teachers easily identify 
their own significant values–practice gaps in a range of AfL practices that they regard as 
crucial for promoting learning autonomy (James & Pedder, 2006, p. 131). What teachers 
need then from the theory is practical and contextualised guidance in “closing the gaps” 
which can come only from an understanding of the realities of practice.
Conclusion
Long-term change in the classroom is a cultural process that takes time and varies for 
each teacher. What practice tells us is that, when teachers are supported to introduce 
AfL practices, changes occur in teachers’ roles and subject knowledge, teacher beliefs, 
teacher and student relationships and the roles and identity of the student (Black & 
Wiliam, 2006). Partnerships between teachers and researchers to support long-term 
change that combine the insights of theorists and practitioners have the potential to bring 
beneficial and meaningful change, as exemplified within the Classroom Assessment 
Project to Improve Teaching and Learning (Sato, Coffey, & Moorthy, 2005). When 
researchers work with teachers to reflect on their classroom assessment practices in a 
way that honours the individual teachers’ contexts and priorities and allows teachers to 
develop their understandings alongside their AfL practices, AfL research itself becomes 
a living model of a reflective, self-evaluating community of practice seeking to improve 
learning.
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